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On the strength of Article 87 Stolypin also enacted a
highly important agrarian law, which can be understood
only in the light of the history of the land policies of the
Russian Government for the last fifty years.
The men who emancipated the peasantry from serfdom
favoured the peasant commune (obshchina} > which meant
the communal form of land ownership and tilling. This
policy, which the Government adopted because it was easier
for the Administration to deal with groups of peasants than
with individuals, found support among the Slavophils and
other antiquarians enamoured of the Russian past. It was
declared that the obshchina was an ancient, peculiarly Rus-
sian institution, that it was in fact the very essence of Rus-
sian folk-life, and that to encroach upon it was to encroach
upon the integrity of the Russian national spirit.
Prejudices die hard, and so there are still some people
who cling to this view of the obsMuna. But it is becoming
a matter of common knowledge that communal landowner-
ship existed at one time or another practically everywhere,
that it is merely a primitive phase in the socio-economic
evolution of mankind With the development of culture
and statehood, the communistic forms give place to indi-
vidualistic ones. In Russia the process has been artificially
thwarted, with the result that both the people and the State
have been greatly enfeebled.
The obshchina found also enthusiastic supporters among
the Russian converts to socialism. They proclaimed the
muzhik to be a born, if unconscious, communist. Socialism,
be it mentioned in passing, inasmuch as it is a 'movement
toward collectivistic forms of economic life, is bound to fail,
at least in the near future. Thus far socialism has suc-
ceeded in pointing out, with great acumen and vigour, the
foibles and failings of a social organization based on indi-
vidualism, but it has failed to offer a rational and workable
principle for the reconstruction of society along new lines.